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How to bring back Hope beyond loss:-  Reconciliation in a Traumatised Land 

 

I will start with my own journey and experience in Rwanda.  

It is a story of a journey to Rwanda just before Christmas 2004 to participate in a 

World Council of Churches consultation on Human Dignity, Human Rights and 

the Integrity of Creation amidst the spirit, logic and practice of violence, to be 

held in Kigali, the capital of Rwanda, specifically because of its memory of 

violence and genocide. Each member of the group had been asked to give a paper 

on some aspect of our theme and tried to prepare psychologically for visiting a 

land that had experienced genocide.  

 

The time I spent in Rwanda was haunting and life-changing. Afterwards the world 

seemed to be painted in different colours. Like most of the group- I tried to read 

all I could find about that terrible hundred days when, as the official story related, 

in April 1994, for 100 days, one million people Rwandans (Tutsis) were 

massacred by the Hutu people. (I would find that the official story was over-

simplistic). But, at the time, with mounting horror I had tried to understand some 

of the complexities then and the attempts at reconciliation that were still going on. 

But none of this prepared me for the reality that is Rwanda today. And the way 

that reconciliation has become part of the story of a country’s rebirth.  

 

It began so well. When we arrived in Kigali the beauty of the land was what struck 

me. I thought of Alan Paton’s book on South Africa – written already almost four 

decades ago – entitled “Ah! but your land is beautiful!” After fog and frost-bound 

England in December, the warm sunshine, blossom and greenery of Kigali were a 

delight. Plenty of rain- what a contrast from drought-stricken Rajasthan! (Some of 

you know I have been involved with the charity, Wells for India, for 25 years – 

this was my first visit to Africa).The panorama of many hills ringing the capital 

was striking, as Kigali is built on hills, a reminder of the frequent description of 

Rwanda, the land of a thousand hills. How Christian this country seemed, where, 

as a well-known proverb puts it:  

         God goes away during the day but always comes back to Rwanda at night! 

 

It was not until the next day, when our group of theologians gathered in the 

Presbyterian Church, Kigali that reality began to sink in. In a reception where we 

were welcomed by the local churches we were thanked for coming to “this 

traumatised land” where every family bears the wounds and memory of genocide. 

A poignant moment for the group was to be told that our coming was part of the 

healing process.. We got the impression that the killing was not 10 years ago but 

fresh in peoples’ minds and hearts. To sit next to someone at supper who informs 

you in calm tones that he had lost all his family in the genocide, a wife and seven 

children, of whom the youngest was three, the eldest twenty – I was not prepared 

for this. Yet this was to happen all week.  

 

The next shock was to realise that the story of a hundred days of killing a million 

people, terrible though this is to report was in fact the tip of the ice-berg. This 

genocide had not been suddenly sparked off by the shooting down of President 

Habyarimana’s plane in April 1994, but had been systematically prepared for 

during decades. (There had been waves of killing of Tutsis since 1959, and 

700,000 had already fled to neighbouring countries: all this had happened before 
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Rwanda became independent in 1962). In fact, we began to learn the dynamics of 

genocide, which are to deny the humanity of your “enemies” long before the 

killing begins, just as the Nazis had targeted the Jews long before the “Final 

Solution” swung into operation. The Tutsis had been insulted as 

“cockroaches,”(inyenzi) even vermin, and, as a proverb went: “Cockroaches don’t 

give birth to butterflies”. “Tutsi” became defined as  “one whose identity is desire 

for revenge”. Humanity was destroyed before any killing took place. 

 

A further chilling jigsaw piece in the plot, was the publishing, in December 1990, 

by a leading propaganda newspaper, Kangura, of the “Hutu 10 commandments”. 

These stated categorically that any Hutu interacting with Tutsi neighbours was a 

traitor. Women were particularly targeted: so any Hutu with Tutsi wife, mistress, 

secretary or dependent was automatically a traitor. This flagged up clearly that 

there was also Church complicity in the genocide: why use this Biblical reference 

point in a country dominantly Christian with a Roman Catholic majority (63% – 

27% Protestant, 1% Muslim) unless to subtly influence cherished faith sources?  

 

It was the Church’s complicity that horrified us more than any other factor when 

we visited the genocide sites. This is the story of one Catholic Church at Ntarama 

– about two hours out of Kigali. Travelling along the earthen roads of strikingly 

red soil, what struck me was the fertility of the land. Banana–laden trees, coffee 

plantations, trees dripping with avocado were a stunning contrast with poverty of 

vegetation of the desert of Rajasthan. But I did not notice the sinister signs – the 

lack of houses in banana plantations, for example. (Banana plantations always 

have farmers living there to tend the plants).   

 

The exterior of the Ntarama Chapel – a dignified, ribboned-streamered  enclosure 

with tall trees and a garden planted with flowers – gave no clue as to what the interior 

contained.  Step inside the church and what greets the visitor are stacked rows of 

skulls and bones, washed cleanly. By the walls are sacks of bones. We were asked to 

be careful about walking in the church, as what is preserved here are the remains of 

5,000 men, women and children, massacred  on the 15
th

 April 1994. 

 

How to describe the effect of seeing children’s shoes, rosary beads, feeding spoons 

and rags of frayed clothing, all left as they had been on the day of the massacre. The 

picture I took reveals the pathos of the cross placed on the skull – in grief? In 

forgiveness? In protest? As we stood, stunned, two survivors appeared, together with 

the caretaker of the Church. One of these, a woman, Dancilla Nyirabazungu told her 

story.
1
 What was heartbreaking was to learn that the people had taken refuge in the 

Church, (as they had done previously in 1959). The house of God as sanctuary. As a 

place people could trust. It was the militia that had told them to gather people from the 

neighbourhood “so that we can protect you”.  

                                           
1 Dancilla’s story can be found in James M.Smith ed., A Time to Remember: Rwanda, Ten Years after the 

Genocide, (The Aegis Institute 2004). Details of the Ntarama massacre are also found in the Kigali Genocide 

Memorial. 
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A story told by the writer Hugh McCullum tells of visiting this church a month later 

where he met one of the survivors, a young girl called Josephine. Horribly scarred by 

the blows of a machete, she said she could never pray again in this church, for “The 

Angels have left Rwanda”. So, the people came because they trusted the house of 

God. That’s how there came to be so many in the Church. It was a Catholic priest 

who informed the militia of the presence of so many people. The women were making 

porridge for the children outside the church when the Interahamwe (or young militia 

trained by the Presidential party), arrived with their guns, clubs with nails in them, 

and machetes. No one was spared, not even the small children. Only a few escaped to 

the surrounding reeds and grasses where they hid until the RPF (army of the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front) arrived in May and began to take over the country. Most of Dancilla’s 

children hid with her, but she lost the rest of her family and one child. Now she is paid 

a small amount to look after the Church: and here is where a story of tragedy 

becomes a story of hope of reconciliation: 

 

  This place is important to me and to all Rwandans- and to the world 

 as a whole. There are people who deny all this and if they came and  

saw the bones and the corpses, they would have to believe it. If we  

have to maintain the place, the genocide might be forgotten. 

 

The fact that the church let the people down, that they found it a trap instead of being 

a sanctuary, and that they were betrayed by the priest, continues to haunt me. Ntarama 

was not the only site of massacre –there were many others. Fergal Keane relates the 

story of 7,000 murdered at Nyarubuye, where he even spoke to the killers.
2
5,000 were 

                                           
2 The Story is related both in Fergal Keane’s book Rivers of Blood, and the BBC Programme, Rwanda Revisited. 

See Cafod, www.cafod.org, for links.  
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murdered in the church at Ntamata. Yes, there were heroic priests who gave their lives 

for the people and were killed with them, but there were many who were silent 

through fear, and others who were “roving ambassadors for the genocidaires.”   

 

The World was Silent.  

 

This is not just a story of Rwanda. It’s a tragedy because we, the rest of the world, did 

nothing. At a political level, this is still largely true. Where was the church? we 

continued to ask. Why did the World Council of Churches, international NGOs and 

social activists mount campaigns against apartheid, yet fall silent about genocide in 

Rwanda? So many people still continue to speak of “churches blind to genocide. It is 

painful to relate that the time of the genocide coincided with the Synod of African 

Bishops in Rome – and the genocide scarcely merited a mention in the Bishops’ 

proceedings. Not only the Churches, but western governments as a whole who failed 

to intervene, and the UN was ineffective. The UN Commander in Kigali in 1994, 

General Romeo Dallaire, a man of great courage, speaks of being sick at heart when, 

at the height of the killing, expatriates panicked and fled the country, using his all-too-

few troops to guarantee their safe passage to the airport. These were troops that he 

sorely needed to protect the people. People who had become rich and enjoyed a 

luxurious life-style were now protected while the people were slaughtered. 
3
 

 

And the people were murdered in a very brutal way. Neighbours killed neighbours, 

husbands even were forced to kill Tutsi wives and children. Little children were not 

spared. The Kigali memorial has a special room for children…  And where is the hope 

for the children who survived ? 800,000 were orphaned and many have contracted 

AIDS. The  challenge of facing life again with these memories is a real issue for 

children.   

 

Revd André Karamaga of the African desk at the WCC – who had himself lost 

many members of his family – now speaks of the dominating image of the 

church of Rwanda as the “dry bones” of the Book of Ezechiel (Ch.37). How 

can these dry bones be brought to life? How can people trust the Church 

again? were his questions, knowing what I have just related, and the fact that 

many Church leaders too are on trial.  

 

The Wider Picture 

 

Before addressing “hope beyond loss” I want to tell you that there is a wider 

picture I have been discovering since my visit.  

 

The first point is that is that there was killing on both sides. Although in the genocide 

itself the focus was mostly on massacring Tutsis, moderate Hutus were also killed. 

There have also been many reprisals by the RPF – Rwanda Patriotic Front, originally 

led by Paul Kagame – now the President of Rwanda since 2000 – against Hutus. 

Kagame is also accused of reprisals against rebels in the Democratic Republic of 

Congo. (It was Kagame leading the RPF, who effectively ended the genocide in 1994 

                                           
3 See Romeo Dallaire, Shake Hands with the devil: The Failure of Humanity in Rwanda, (Toronto: Random House 

2003) 
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– he is still universally loved by the west). Some say it was a second genocide when 

the RPF blocked the attempts to dismantle refugee camps in Zaire.  

 

Secondly, the enmity between Hutu and Tutsi was very deep-seated. Even before the 

colonial era, the Tutsi became known as an aristocratic class, who undermined and 

impoverished both Hutu and Twa. When the Germans then the Belgians, colonised 

Rwanda, they – and the Catholic Church supported the idea of Hamitic – even Asian 

origin of the Tutsi – and favoured them, gave them better education and hopes of high 

office. Rwanda became independent in 1962 and the Hutu-led regime – 1962-1994 – 

never integrated the Tutsis. (In this period 120,000 Tutsi refugees were already in 

neighbouring countries – Kagame himself grew up in Uganda). There were also 

tensions between Hutus of north and south. 

 

Thirdly, there was little or no attempt to prevent the genocide – as I said, the wider 

world was passive, the Church in Rwanda itself did too little, too late. The wider 

international community still in general is passive about reconciliation. The Church 

hierarchy at the time- mainly Hutu-  had links with the Hutu government – the brave 

priests who spoke out were persecuted.  

 

Hope beyond loss – what I saw and again, a wider picture. 

How to bring back the beauty of Life? How to bring back Hope?  

This was the question of Violette Nyirarukundo, in Kigali, speaking of the counselling 

ministry where people try to find healing from the memories of trauma. Rwanda, she 

said, is now a country where reconciliation is happening on many levels – in a country 

where the prisons are still overflowing with people complicit in the genocide. A 

traditional system of justice, known as the Gacaca courts (Grass courts) now operates 

at village level, bringing prisoners face to face with the very villagers they have tried 

to wipe out, and creating possibilities of  public confession, repentance and 

forgiveness. There is a real attempt by the Kagame-led government to insist that there 

are now no Hutu or Tutsi divisions – we are all Rwandans, as one survivor told us. 

(Of course it is more complicated than that, as I have been saying, – and there have 

been many revenge killings, especially in the refugee camps across the borders in 

Uganda, Tanzania and the Congo).  

And there are incredible stories of individuals whose families have been wiped out in 

the most appalling way, acting as bridges of healing.  Abbé Jean Marie works with 

Caritas Gisenyi, trying to build bridges between the two communities.
4
 We learnt that 

for victims to want to live again, there must be some meaning, some reason to live 

and hope, and if the perpetrator held out a hand for this process, this might become 

possible. Caritas Gisenyi – (Caritas is funded by Cafod) – is involved in a whole 

range of activities including counselling for people suffering from the trauma of the 

genocide, small microcredit projects, as well as facilitating a process where prisoners 

who committed acts of genocide could ask publicly for forgiveness from families who 

were willing to do this. Caritas  works in every Catholic diocese and every parish in 

the country – working at grassroots level with every faith group in the community. 

And the process is fully backed by the hierarchy.  

The Abbé said:  

                                           
4 The source here is the CAFOD website, www.cafod.org. 
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Reconciliation does not happen suddenly. It happens little by little. But people 

are starting to realise that national renewal is not possible unless we do this.   

No one pretends that the process is easy. There is a horror of “cheap reconciliation”, 

reconciliation as “quick fix”, and a misuse of spirituality that takes refuge only in 

prayers, as if people were “refugees in heaven”! Violette told us of the huge loss of 

dignity, innocence and humanity on  the one hand, yet the difficulties of getting 

people to actually listen to the stories of pain on the other. “Pain that is not 

transformed is pain transferred” she said, emphasising that being told to “forget 

about it” and get on with life left victims still imprisoned in the genocide experience. 

This dilemma struck us continually. And yet, as one young girl, Beatha Uwazaninka 

says, (she was fourteen at the time of the genocide): 

Remembering is important for everyone, even for the whole world, 

because the world knew, and did not stop the genocide. 
5
  

Her words strike a chord: everywhere in Rwanda, you see the defiant words “Never 

Again!” But not only Rwanda needs to keep engaging with reconciliation processes. 

 Wider responsibilities 

Within Rwanda, the Gacaca process has now come to an end.  It had many strong 

points – but it has also been said that desire for revenge and punishment has also 

blocked effective action for peace.  

Hope comes from many sources – from Ecumenical efforts on an international scale, 

from reconstruction programmes, and from individual efforts.  

To focus first on reconstruction: huge numbers NGOs’ are involved with Rwanda- eg 

Cafod, Christian Aid. The Rwanda survivors fund (Surf) receives funding from both 

of them for their ongoing programmes for widows and orphans. On this level a lot of 

hope has been generated. Since 1994, Rwanda has taken huge steps in tackling 

poverty, with considerable gains in areas like education and women’s rights. 

However, as Christian Aid says: many of the country’s 11 million residents still live 

in severe poverty; nearly 20% of the country’s children are at risk of malnutrition; and 

restrictions on civil society and free expression – not to mention human rights abuses- 

continue to limit the ability of ordinary citizens to influence their government. 

Ecumenical
6
: the World Council of Churches, Church World Action Rwanda, all are 

now involved. There are 5 church-related instances of reconciliation efforts. The most 

important achievement of the WCC is the Kigali Covenant of 2004. But if you 

compare the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa, there is not the 

same effective degree of cooperation between Church and state. Kagame himself 

made that remark about the Kigali Covenant. Until all conflicting parties can come 

together and talk, for the purpose of peace and reconciliation – this remains a distant 

hope.  

                                           
5
 Cited in A Time To Remember: Rwanda, 10 years after the genocide.  

6
 See Samuel Cyuma, Picking up the Pieces: The Church and Conflict resolution in S. Africa and 

Rwanda, (Oxford Centre for Mission Studies: Regnum Books 2012).  
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The  most moving stories of hope come from individual efforts – especially of women 

working together, Hutu and Tutsi, working together to rebuild homes and families – 

as Wanda Nash, who lives in Winchester, discovered in her visit to Rwanda. (See her 

book – “A Story for our time”). 

But I will end with the Abbé Jean Marie, whom I mentioned earlier, because he 

exemplifies the noblest aspects of what we recognise as Christian – the ability to 

forgive, despite being terribly wronged, always the greatest hope to move us beyond 

loss:  

Despite such a brutal past – all his family murdered – Abbé Jean Marie has a 

willingness to forgive and a desire to be active in creating a Rwanda free of ethnic 

hatred and divides. 

The brother of one of the killers of his sister came and apologised to him, and he 

found it in himself to forgive him. “We are brothers and sisters, and have to learn to 

live together peacefully,” he explained. His work with Caritas Gisenyi involves a 

whole range of activities – including trauma counselling and facilitating a public 

process whereby prisoners who committed acts of genocide can ask for forgiveness 

from families affected. 

Seeds of reconciliation – figures like this priest and many others, are not only icons of 

hope, but a challenge to all of us to redeem the past and play our part in the process of 

reconciliation.  

----------------------- 

Mary Grey, November 14
th

 2012, Space in the City, Winchester 


